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Texts: Genesis 2:15-17, 3:1-7; Psalm 32; Romans 5:12-19; Matthew 4:1-11

“Forty Days Together” is our theme for the season of Lent at St Paul’s. It 
is a reminder both of the length of this season – 40 Days (not including Sun-
days) and the truth that the Christian life is better and stronger when we trav-
el it together. 

Our Gospel today on this first Sunday in Lent has Jesus spending 40 days 
in the wilderness, reminding us that our companions on this life journey can 
also include temptation. The same Spirit that descended upon Jesus at baptism 
has now “led” him into the wilderness to be tempted by the devil. 

Did God “lead” Jesus into this moment of temptation or are we supposed 
to read here that Jesus was led there for a time of preparation for his ministry 
in which there would be temptation? I’m not always sure what to do with this 
one theologically, but certainly it serves one of the Gospel writer’s aims and 
that is to prove that Jesus is the Son of God who can withstand any test. 

Notice that the temptations come when Jesus is at his weakest. It waits 
40 days in — after Jesus is famished, after some form of fasting from food. The 
temptations come in three forms: Jesus is tempted at the place of his greatest 
immediate need — food. He is tempted to be his own savior, and then finally 
his very identity is challenged. 

The late Roman Catholic priest and writer Henri Nouwen describes 
these three temptations as the temptation to be relevant (turn these stones 
into bread), spectacular (throw yourself off this mountain and save yourself), 
and powerful (you can have all the kingdoms of this world).

Each time, Jesus is given an enticing offer. For most of us, these tempta-
tions are not easy no’s. Who wouldn’t want to have the things offered here to 
Jesus, especially when we are at our weakest? That’s usually when tempta-
tions come, isn’t it.

So, who was the tempter? 
Called Satan in Hebrew, the Devil (diabolos) in Greek, this figure stalks 

the pages of the Bible, seeming to grow in hostility and power. 
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Originally, the Hebrew faith attributed both good and evil to God’s agen-
cy. The Satan (adversary) makes cameo appearances as an agent of God in the 
Old Testament. His primary role was to uncover the weaknesses of humans 
who were highly regarded by God, like Job. God is depicted there as allowing 
Job’s suffering in order to be tested.

Satan becomes increasingly hostile and harmful in later Jewish views of 
his identity and role. He disrupts the relationship between God and Israel by 
temptation (see King David), by accusation before God, and by interference in 
Israel’s history. 

Gradually, Satan’s identity shifts in the scriptures from roaming divine 
agent to a full on oppositional force. Satan becomes the force of evil in the 
world, as all sorts of Biblical stories and images about evil become personified 
in him: the serpent of paradise, an ancient dragon, an exalted angel expelled 
from heaven, and the evil impulse that resides within each of us. 

Therefore, the Bible itself has an evolving view of the presence of evil 
from the snake in the Garden to the beasts of Revelation.

And as the old song says, the devil can also become the easy out for us 
when we make mistakes, citing, “well, the devil made me do it.” Which means 
maybe I am not fully responsible.

The truth is we don’t have to go further than the mirror to see broken-
ness and evil. I’m reminded of the well-worn quote by G.K. Chesteron when 
asked what is the problem with the world. “I am,” he answered. Rather than 
pointing the finger, Lent has us face the mirror.

Jesus was simply being tempted by questions that are common to hu-
manity past and present. The questions posed to Jesus are ones that tap into 
common internal battles in us. — the temptation to be relevant, spectacular, 
and powerful.

And it seems, the greater one’s capacities and talents, the greater the 
temptations. We’ve seen it over and over again with famous people that fall.
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Are temptations and tests necessary proving ground for the Christian 
life? For the life of the baptized?  

In fact, that it comes right after the high moment of baptism should tell 
us something. Baptism is not just a solitary ritual act of the church that sets us 
on the journey to heaven, but baptism is also an evil-defying act that says to 
the evil of this world and the power behind that: “this one is ours.” 

Our enemies can be found outside us or within us, but for most of us, 
most of the time, the real danger lies within us. Even when we can identify our 
enemies outside us, they can tempt us to forget who we are as beloved chil-
dren of God.

Temptation usually offers what sounds like a better time than you’re 
having or a better life than the one you’ve got.

This is what the serpent’s offer represents. His tempting of Adam and 
Eve in our story tries to fill something that can’t be filled by fruit off any tree.

Blaise Pascal, the seventeenth-century French philosopher, spoke of 
the condition of being human as one, indeed, of having a hole, what he called 
a “God-shaped hole.” He did not see this as a flaw, however, but rather as the 
means by which God keeps us tethered to our life-giving relationship with 
God. Similarly, St. Augustine, the fourth-century African bishop, writes in the 
first lines of his Confessions that God created a restlessness in our hearts that 
can only be satisfied when we rest in God. And the seventeenth-century Welsh 
poet George Herbert went so far as to describe this same restlessness as the 
“pulley” by which God draws us back to God. 

What things present themselves as perfectly shaped to fill our own God-
shaped hole?

The PBS documentary series Frontline produced an episode a few years 
ago called “The Persuaders” that got at a similar question by examining the 
evolution of modern advertising. In years past, advertisements boasted of the 
quality of the product. Not too long ago, they would seek celebrity endorse-
ments. Today, however, advertisements make a promise less about the quality 
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of a product and more about an imagined lifestyle that owning the product can 
somehow provide. By owning this kind of car, or using this kind of wine glass, 
advertisers suggest, we will discover our identity and move closer to having a 
meaningful life.

On the face of it, such advertising sounds ludicrous — how can using 
a particular laptop or television enhance your sense of self-worth? Yet the 
documentary suggests that we are so starved for a sense of meaning and pur-
pose that we make many of our purchasing decisions based on our hope that 
the story they tell us — that we will feel less alone, less incomplete, and more 
whole if we simply buy their product — is true. 

We should be clear, it’s not that the stuff itself is bad, but rather that we 
expect too much from it. As one guest on the program said, “In the end it’s just 
a laptop or a pair of running shoes. They may be great, but they’re not actually 
going to fill those needs.”

Which brings us back to the Gospel reading. One way to read it is to see 
that Jesus shows us the antidote to temptation by finding our identity in our 
relationship with God. As we remember that in Baptism God confers upon us 
our essential identity as beloved children, we may be less likely to succumb to 
the various pressures that seek to tempt us — like Adam and Eve — to define 
ourselves in terms of what we could have if only…

This temptation for the better time or the better life is one of the great-
est temptations.

An American businessman was at the pier of a small, coastal 
Mexican village when a small boat with just one fisherman docked. 
Inside the small boat were several large yellow-fin tuna. The Ameri-
can complimented the Mexican fisherman on the quality of his fish 
and asked how long it took to catch them. The Mexican man replied, 
only a little while.
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 The American then asked why didn’t he stay out longer and 
catch more fish. The Mexican gentleman said he had enough to sup-
port his family’s immediate needs. 

The American then asked, “But what do you do with the rest of 
your time?” 

The Mexican fisherman said, “I sleep late; fish a little; play 
with my children; take siesta with my wife, Maria; stroll into the vil-
lage each evening where I sip wine and play guitar with my amigos; 
I have a full and busy life, señor.”

The American scoffed, “I am a Harvard MBA and could help 
you. You should spend more time fishing; and with the proceeds, 
buy a bigger boat; with the proceeds from the bigger boat, you could 
buy several boats; eventually you would have a fleet of fishing boats. 
Instead of selling your catch to a middleman, you would sell directly 
to the processor, eventually opening your own cannery. You would 
control the product, processing, and distribution. You would need to 
leave this small coastal fishing village and move to Mexico City, then 
Los Angeles and eventually New York City where you will run your 
expanding enterprise.”

The Mexican fisherman asked, “But, señor, how long will this 
all take?”

To which the American replied, “Fifteen to 20 years.” 
“But what then, señor?”
The American laughed and said that’s the best part. “When 

the time is right, you would announce an IPO and sell your company 
stock to the public and become very rich; you would make millions.”

“Millions, señor? Then what?”
The American said, “Then you would retire and move to a 

small coastal fishing village where you would sleep late, fish a little, 
play with your kids, take siesta with your wife, stroll to the village 



Temptation’s Antidote • March 9, 2014 • Rev. Thomas A. (Tommy) Williams • Page 6

in the evenings where you could sip wine and play your guitar with 
your amigos.” 

Jesus already had what he needed, and this was the antidote to temp-
tations. He did not need bread or power or to be king of the world. He only 
needed God and the gifts of God. Not fruit from a certain tree, a 401K of a cer-
tain size, or somebody else to make him happy, but scripture in his heart and 
angels coming. 

We never travel alone. We have those same gifts of God. 
We are all tempted, and we can all be angels of God for someone else. 

Sometimes we are the one tempted and when that happens, we must be able 
to know there are angels waiting. And when our brother or sister is being 
tempted, we must be angels of God.

This way we are never alone, always traveling together, even in the 
wilderness. 

So set out on a journey this Lent to hold up the mirror and find the sin 
in your own life. My guess is that you’ll find something else — God’s grace and 
maybe an angel to carry you when you need it the most. 

In the name of the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen
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